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Abstract

Local governance in India has a rich historical background, evolving from ancient village republics to
modern decentralized democratic institutions. In ancient times, panchayats functioned as self-governing
institutions responsible for law enforcement, dispute resolution, and community welfare. However, during
British rule, these traditional structures declined, with the Permanent Settlement of 1793 weakening
village autonomy. Despite this, reforms like Lord Ripon’s Resolution (1882) and the Government of India
Act (1935) laid the foundation for modern local governance. Post-independence, the Indian Constitution
recognized local governance under Article 40, but real empowerment came with the 73rd and 74th
Constitutional Amendments (1992), which granted constitutional status to Panchayati Raj Institutions
(PRIs) and urban local bodies. Despite progress, challenges like financial dependency, bureaucratic
control, and social inequalities persist. Strengthening fiscal autonomy, digital governance, and citizen
participation can further enhance the effectiveness of local self-government in India. This paper explores
the historical trajectory of local governance in India, emphasizing key developments from ancient times
to the present. It examines the impact of colonial rule, post-independence constitutional reforms, and
contemporary challenges and opportunities in local governance.

Keywords: Decentralized, democratic, governance, constitutional and contemporary, Panchayati Raj
Institutions, post-independence.

1. INTRODUCTION

Local governance in India has played a crucial role in administration, social organization, and economic
management. The concept of local governance, or grassroots democracy, dates back to ancient India,
where self-governing village communities functioned effectively. Over the centuries, these institutions
have undergone significant changes influenced by political, economic, and social factors.

Mahatma Gandhi strongly believed that Local Self-Governments were the backbone of India’s democracy.
He emphasized the importance of a decentralized system, where local bodies had the power to make
decisions at the community level. According to him, true democracy could only be achieved when villages
governed themselves and took charge of their development. He advocated for self-rule, where villages
would have greater authority and resources to manage their own affairs. He believed that empowering
local self-government institutions would strengthen rural communities and promote self-sufficiency.
Gandhi saw villages as self-reliant units that could function independently without excessive interference
from higher authorities. Participative governance was essential. He viewed local self-government
institutions as a means for people to actively participate in democracy. He believed that individuals should
have a say in the decisions that directly affected their lives, ensuring that governance was truly
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representative and inclusive. Gandhi also emphasized that Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) should be
accountable to the people. He insisted that these institutions must be transparent and responsive, ensuring
that decision-making processes were fair and beneficial to the entire community. His vision of local self-
governance aimed to create a system where people had real power in shaping their future.

2. Objectives of the Study

The primary aim of this study is to explore the historical evolution of local governance in India and its
changing role in contemporary society. By understanding this historical progression, the study seeks to
provide insights into how local governance can adapt and improve to meet current challenges.

3. Research Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative, descriptive, and historical approach. It is based primarily on secondary
data sourced from reputable online platforms, including government websites, academic journals,
publications, and other resources. The collected data was analyzed to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the subject and draw meaningful conclusions.

4. Ancient India: The Foundations of Local Governance

In ancient India, villages were considered self-sufficient units governed by local assemblies such as sabhas
and samitis. The panchayat system, a council of five elders, played a crucial role in dispute resolution and
local administration. These structures found mention in texts like the Arthashastra by Kautilya and
inscriptions from the Mauryan and Gupta periods. During the Mauryan Empire (321-185 BCE), Emperor
Ashoka emphasized local governance through a network of officials like Rajukas and Pradeshikas,
responsible for maintaining law and order and ensuring justice at the local level. The Gupta Empire (320—
550 CE) further strengthened village administration, recognizing the role of guilds and local bodies in
governance. The introduction of feudal structures during the Delhi Sultanate led to the weakening of local
governance. Power was centralized under the Sultan, and local institutions faced challenges due to
increased taxation and control. The Mughal Empire implemented a strong bureaucratic system. The
mansabdari system overshadowed traditional village self-rule, but some local governance structures, like
panchayats, continued functioning in rural areas. The Faujdar and Kotwal were appointed as local
administrators to maintain law and order.

5. Colonial Period: The Erosion and Revival of Local Governance

When the British took control of India, many traditional systems of local governance began to weaken.
Before British rule, villages in India had their own forms of self-governance, where local leaders made
decisions on behalf of the community. However, this changed with the arrival of British colonialism,
which introduced new structures that often took away power from local communities. One of the major
changes that undermined local autonomy was the Permanent Settlement of 1793. This system was created
by the British to collect taxes from landowners. Instead of allowing local villages to manage their land
and taxes, the British handed over the responsibility of collecting revenue to zamindars (landlords). The
zamindars, who were often outsiders or non-local people, collected taxes from the peasants and kept a
portion for themselves. This system not only removed power from the villagers but also led to increased
exploitation and hardship for local communities, as the zamindars were more interested in maximizing
profits than in ensuring the well-being of the people.
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Despite this centralization of power, the British did introduce some reforms that would later form the
foundation of modern local governance in India. One of the key figures in this process was Lord Ripon,
who is often referred to as the father of local self-government in India. In 1882, Lord Ripon introduced
the Resolution on Local Self-Government, which called for the creation of local bodies to manage
municipal affairs.

This was an important step because it allowed for the establishment of municipal corporations and district
boards, which had elected representatives. These bodies were responsible for managing basic services like
sanitation, public health, and local infrastructure. The idea was to give people more control over local
issues, even though the overall power still remained with the British.

These reforms, however, did not grant full autonomy to local governments. The elected representatives in
municipal bodies still operated under the supervision and control of British authorities, and they had
limited power to make independent decisions. Moreover, the British government retained control over
important areas like law and order, taxation, and the military. In 1935, another important step in the
evolution of local governance was taken with the Government of India Act. This Act granted some degree
of provincial autonomy, meaning that provinces in India were given more power to govern themselves. It
also expanded local governance by allowing more local participation in decision-making. However,
despite these advances, the real power was still held by the British government, and true autonomy was
limited. The local bodies and provincial governments were still under the control of the British, and their
decisions were often subject to approval by the central government in Britain.

6. Post-Independence Era: Constitutional Recognition and Reforms.

The Constitution of India (1950) laid the foundation for local governance under Article 40 of the Directive
Principles of State Policy. However, local bodies did not initially have constitutional status and had limited
powers. The first major step toward decentralized governance came with the Community Development
Programme (1952), which aimed to promote rural development through democratic decentralization.
Despite its goals, the programme did not significantly empower local self-government institutions. In
1957, the Balwant Rai Mehta Committee recommended the establishment of a three-tier Panchayati Raj
system consisting of Gram Panchayat (village level), Panchayat Samiti (block level), and Zilla Parishad
(district level). This system was gradually adopted by different states, with Rajasthan being the first to
implement it in 1959. Later, in 1978, the Ashok Mehta Committee proposed a two-tier system,
emphasizing stronger district-level governance and the need for direct elections to strengthen local
institutions. By the 1980s, there was a growing need to further empower local governance. The G.V.K.
Rao Committee (1985) recommended giving greater autonomy to Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) and
making them directly accountable to the people. It also suggested that PRIs should have the power to levy
taxes and fees to ensure financial independence. Following this, the L.M. Singhvi Committee (1986)
highlighted the need for constitutional recognition of PRIs and urban local bodies, advocating for a clear
legal framework to strengthen local governance. In 1989, the P.K. Thungon Committee further stressed
the importance of giving constitutional status to local government bodies. These recommendations paved
the way for the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in 1992, which became a landmark in the history
of local governance in India. The 73rd Amendment granted constitutional status to PRIs, ensuring that
elections are held every five years and establishing the State Finance Commission to allocate financial
resources to local bodies. The 74th Amendment provided a structured framework for urban local
governance, defining three types of urban local bodies: Nagar Panchayat (for transitional areas), Municipal
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Council (for smaller towns), and Municipal Corporation (for large cities). In 2007, the Second
Administrative Reforms Commission emphasized the principle of subsidiarity, advocating for a clear
division of functions among different levels of local government to improve efficiency and accountability.

Post-Independence Period

1951 | Community Development Program launched to promote rural development

1953 | First Panchayati Raj elections held in Rajasthan

1959 | State of Rajasthan passes Panchayati Raj Act, providing legal framework for PRIs

1962 | Central government establishes Ministry of Community Development and Cooperation

1992 | National Panchayati Raj Day established to recognize the contributions of PRIs

1993 | Central government passes 73rd Amendment to the Constitution, providing legal basis for PRIs

1996 | Panchayati Raj Extension to Scheduled Areas Act (PESA) passed, giving tribal areas greater
autonomy

2000 | National Gram Swaraj Abhiyan launched to promote decentralized governance and strengthen
PRIs

2011 | Government of India launches National Rural Livelihoods Mission to empower women and
marginalized groups through PRIs

These reforms have played a crucial role in shaping the current local governance system in India. However,
challenges like financial dependency, bureaucratic interference, and social inequalities still persist.
Strengthening financial autonomy, leveraging technology, and encouraging citizen participation remain
key areas for improving the effectiveness of local self-government in the country.

7. Existing Structure of Local Self-Governments in India

India has a federal system of government in which powers are divided between the central government

and the states and union territories. The Constitution of India defines the structure of local self-government

in the country through the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments, which were passed in 1992. These

amendments created two new governance structures: the Panchayats (for rural areas) and the

Municipalities (for urban areas). The Panchayati Raj system was first established in India in the 1950s,

but it was only with the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 that it was given constitutional

recognition and a formal structure. The Act defines the Panchayati Raj system as a “three-tier system”

consisting of:

o Village Panchayats: The lowest level of local government, responsible for village-level
administration and development.

o Intermediate Panchayats: Intermediate level of local government, typically responsible for a group
of villages.

o District Panchayats: The highest level of rural local government, responsible for district-level
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administration and development.

Urban Local Bodies(ULBs)

Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) are the grassroots-level democratic bodies that are responsible for the

administration and development of urban areas in India. The 74th Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992

gave constitutional recognition to the ULBs and established a formal structure for them. Some ULBs in

India are given below:

e Municipal corporation: Municipal Corporations, also known as Nagar Nigams, are the highest level
of Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) in India. The 74th Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 gave
constitutional recognition to Municipal Corporations and established a formal structure for them.

e Municipality: A Municipality is a form of Urban Local Body (ULB) in India, responsible for the
administration and development of urban areas. They are typically divided into two categories:
Municipal Councils and Nagar Panchayats. Municipal Councils govern smaller urban areas, while
Nagar Panchayats are for areas in transition from rural to urban.

o Notified area committee: Notified Area Committees (NACs) are established in rapidly expanding
towns or cities that have not yet reached the population required to become a municipality. They are
designated as NACs by the state government through an official gazette notification. NACs are made
up entirely of members nominated by the state government.

e Town area committee: Town Area Committees (TACs) are established to administer small towns.
They are created by a specific act passed by the state legislature. It could be wholly elected, wholly
nominated or a combination of both parties elected and nominated.

e Cantonment board: The Cantonment Board is an organization established to administer and manage
the civilian population living in cantonment areas. It operates in accordance with the provisions of the
Cantonment Act of 2006 and falls under the jurisdiction of the Union Defence Ministry.

8. 15th Finance Commission recommendations for strengthening the local government finances

The 15th Finance Commission (FC) introduced several changes compared to the 14th Finance
Commission. One major difference is that the 15th FC included all levels of rural panchayats as well as
panchayats in scheduled areas for grants. In contrast, the 14th FC only considered village panchayats and
excluded those in scheduled areas. This broader inclusion ensures that more local bodies receive financial
support, leading to better governance and development in rural and tribal areas. To strengthen local
governance, the 15th FC recommended a grant of %4.36 lakh crore from the central divisive tax pool to
both rural and urban local governments for the period 2021-26. This significant financial support is
intended to improve public services, infrastructure, and overall development at the grassroots level. By
ensuring that funds reach local bodies, the commission aims to promote decentralization and empower
local governance institutions. An important condition set by the 15th FC is the mandatory establishment
of a State Finance Commission (SFC). It states that no grants will be released to local bodies of a state
after March 2024 if the state government does not constitute an SFC and act upon its recommendations.
This measure ensures that states take responsibility for strengthening local self-government institutions by
properly assessing and allocating financial resources. The distribution of grants to local bodies (excluding
health-related grants) is based on two main criteria: population and area. The weightage for population is
90%, while area accounts for 10%. This formula ensures that states with larger populations receive a bigger
share of the funds, while states with vast geographic areas also get financial support. These
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recommendations aim to make local governance more effective, financially stable, and responsive to the
needs of the people.

9. Contemporary Challenges in Local Governance

e Structural and Financial Constraints.

Despite being recognized by the Constitution; local self-government bodies face serious financial
challenges. They depend heavily on grants from state and central governments, which limits their financial
independence. One of the biggest problems in the Panchayati Raj system is this financial dependence on
higher authorities. Even though the Constitution allows for fiscal devolution (the transfer of financial
powers to local bodies), in reality, Gram Panchayats do not have direct access to sufficient funds.

The distribution of financial resources is still controlled by state and central governments, meaning that
local bodies must get bureaucratic approvals before they can implement projects. This weakens the
decision-making power of elected representatives and strengthens bureaucratic control, making it harder
for local governments to function effectively.

e Political Interference.

Local self-governments often face political interference, which limits their independence. State
governments exert significant control over local governance, influencing decisions and policies. This
reduces the autonomy of local bodies, making them dependent on higher authorities instead of functioning
freely to address the needs of their communities.

e Capacity and Infrastructure.

Local self-governments often struggle with a lack of skilled staff, technical expertise, and proper
infrastructure. These limitations make it difficult for them to deliver services efficiently, manage
development projects, and address community needs effectively, reducing their overall impact on local
governance and public welfare.

e Social Inequality.

Social inequality is a major challenge in local governance, as caste, gender, and economic differences
often impact decision-making processes. In many areas, marginalized communities, women, and
economically weaker sections struggle to have their voices heard in local self-government institutions.
Dominant groups may influence policies and resource distribution, leaving disadvantaged groups with
limited participation in governance. Women’s representation in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) has
improved due to reservations, but they often face social and political barriers. To ensure inclusive
governance, it is important to promote equal opportunities, empower weaker sections, and encourage fair
representation in decision-making at all levels.

e Relevance Panchayat Raj- Demining.

The Panchayati Raj system in India was introduced as a decentralized governance mechanism to empower
rural communities and ensure participatory democracy. Enshrined in the 73rd Constitutional Amendment
Act of 1992, the system was designed to transfer power to elected representatives at the village, block,
and district levels. However, in practice, the system has faced significant challenges due to the
concentration of power among bureaucrats and the Pradhan (Mukhiya), limiting its effectiveness in true
decentralization and grassroots democracy.

e Concentration of Power in Bureaucracy.

Despite the constitutional provisions for local self-governance, the bureaucracy continues to exert
considerable influence over Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs). Government-appointed officers, such as
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Block Development Officers (BDOs), District Magistrates (DMs), and other higher administrative
officials, retain control over decision-making processes. They supervise the flow of funds, approve
developmental projects, and oversee the execution of welfare schemes. This bureaucratic dominance
undermines the autonomy of elected representatives, making the Panchayati Raj system more of an
administrative extension rather than an independent body of governance. Moreover, bureaucratic red tape
and procedural delays create bottlenecks in the implementation of policies at the village level. Officials
often prioritize their own interests or political considerations over genuine developmental needs. The lack
of transparency and accountability further exacerbates the inefficiency, leading to misallocation of funds
and corruption.

e Limited Power of the Pradhan (Mukhiya).

Although the Pradhan or Mukhiya is the elected head of the Gram Panchayat, their authority is
significantly curtailed by bureaucratic controls and the dominance of higher political authorities.

The Pradhan is required to seek approval from district and block-level officers for major financial
decisions, making them dependent on bureaucratic discretion. This dependence reduces their ability to act
independently and effectively address local issues. Furthermore, political aftiliations play a crucial role in
determining the functioning of a Pradhan. In many cases, the ruling political party at the state or district
level dictates decisions, overshadowing the democratic aspirations of local governance. Pradhans who do
not align with the ruling party often face hurdles in accessing funds and administrative support, weakening
their capacity to implement development initiatives.

10. Opportunities for Strengthening Local Governance

There are several opportunities to strengthen local governance in India by leveraging technology,
increasing citizen participation, and improving financial autonomy. These measures can help local bodies
function more effectively and independently, ensuring better service delivery and governance at the
grassroots level. One key opportunity lies in digital governance. The adoption of e-governance, digital
platforms, and online service delivery can significantly enhance the efficiency, transparency, and
accessibility of local governance. Digital tools can be used for real-time tracking of projects, digital record-
keeping, and online grievance redressal, reducing corruption and delays. Initiatives like direct benefit
transfers (DBT), online tax collection, and digital land records can simplify processes and improve
governance at the local level.

Another crucial aspect is participatory governance. Encouraging citizen involvement in decision-making
processes can lead to more accountable and people-centric governance. Mechanisms such as social audits,
public consultations, and participatory budgeting enable communities to monitor local projects and
influence policy decisions. When people actively participate in governance, it increases transparency,
reduces corruption, and ensures that resources are used efficiently for public welfare. Financial
empowerment is also essential for strengthening local governance. Many local bodies struggle due to
financial dependence on state and central governments. Enhancing own-source revenue generation can
provide greater autonomy to local institutions. This can be achieved through property taxes, user charges
for public services, and improved fiscal devolution. If Gram Panchayats and urban local bodies are given
better revenue collection mechanisms, they can plan and execute development projects independently
without excessive bureaucratic control.
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Conclusion

During the colonial period, local governance in India underwent significant changes. Traditional village
institutions lost much of their power, mainly due to British policies like the Permanent Settlement, which
shifted control over land and revenue collection to landlords. This reduced the autonomy of local self-
government and made villages more dependent on external authorities. However, some reforms introduced
by the British helped shape the future of local governance in India. Lord Ripon, often regarded as the
father of local self-government in India, introduced measures that encouraged local administration through
elected representatives. Although these reforms provided only limited autonomy, they laid the foundation
for the development of local governance after independence. Over time, India’s local governance system
evolved significantly. From ancient self-sufficient village republics to the modern decentralized
institutions we see today, the journey has been marked by several key developments. The 73rd and 74th
Constitutional Amendments were significant milestones, granting constitutional status to local bodies and
ensuring a structured framework for rural and urban governance. However, despite these reforms, several
challenges continue to hinder effective local governance. Financial constraints, political interference, and
social inequalities make it difficult for local bodies to function independently and efficiently. One major
challenge is the concentration of power in bureaucratic hands. Although Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs)
were established to empower local communities, their functioning is often restricted by excessive
bureaucratic control.

The Pradhan, or elected village head, often has limited authority, as major decisions require approvals
from higher administrative officials. This undermines the core objective of decentralized governance,
making local bodies dependent on state and central governments for both funds and decision-making. To
strengthen the Panchayati Raj system, certain key measures should be implemented. Greater autonomy
must be granted to PRIs, allowing them to make independent decisions without unnecessary bureaucratic
intervention. Direct fund transfers to Gram Panchayats would help ensure that local bodies have the
resources needed to function effectively. Capacity-building programs should be introduced to train
Pradhans and elected representatives in governance and administration. Finally, transparency and
accountability mechanisms such as social audits and community participation should be strengthened to
reduce corruption and inefficiency. By focusing on digital governance, participatory decision-making, and
financial empowerment, local self-governments can become more autonomous, efficient, and responsive
to the needs of the people. Strengthening these areas will help in achieving true democratic
decentralization, where governance is driven by the people and for the people. In conclusion, while the
Panchayati Raj system was created to empower local communities, its effectiveness is often hindered by
bureaucratic control and financial dependence. Meaningful reforms are essential to ensure that local self-
governance can function as intended, truly enabling grassroots democracy and empowering local
communities to govern themselves.
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